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ABSTRACT

EFFECTIVELY TEACHING STUDENTS WITH AUTISM
IN INCLUSIVE ELEMENTARY CLASSROOMS
by
Christine Angelica McDowell
May 2013

Inclusion is a step in the right direction for providing equal opportunities for those
with disabilities. Inclusion is the integration of special education students in general
education classrooms to the maximum extent which is appropriate for the individual.
Court cases throughout history have paved the way for equality for all students. Great
movements such as Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 2001 began to
make a change in the education of students with disabilities. IDEA paved the way for the
creation of individualized education plans (!EP) and free appropriate public education
(FAPE) for all students and the least restrictive environment (LRE) for those with
disabilities. This project will dissect the benefits and weaknesses of inclusion, especially
in reference to students with autism. Research supporting students with autism in general
education classrooms will be used to provide information for general education
classroom teachers who work in this challenging environment to provide the best
education possible to students with autism.
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CHAPTER I
BACKGROUND OF THE PROJECT
Diversity is what sets the United States apart from many other countries; the
United States has a large mixture of cultures, languages and races to teach to within the
education system, not to mention the increasing population of those students with special
needs. According to the Washington State Legislature, "a student eligible for special
education means a student who has been evaluated and determined to need special
education because of having a disability" (Washington State Legislature, 2011). With
these barriers in place, educators are focusing on equality of educational opportunity,
which refers to giving everyone an equal chance to receive an education (Spring, 2011).
Similarly to the challenges that other minorities have been faced with, those with
special needs have also been on a long road to equality. As laws began to change, those
individuals with special needs became included in the civil rights movement and
therefore into the public education system. As more laws were passed to protect the rights
of these students, they started to be integrated into general education classrooms and this
is now referred to as inclusion. Inclusion is defined as placing students with special needs
within general education classrooms (Lewis & Doorlag, 2006).
Before inclusion was an option for students with special needs, there was a
struggle to gain recognition and equal rights. Students with special needs followed a path
similar to that of those involved in the civil rights movement. It was a challenge for

equality to be found at the local and state level and those who wanted to see a change for
special needs students had to utilize the court system.
One organization which wanted to change the way that special needs children
were excluded from public schools was the Pennsylvania Association for Retarded
Children (PARC). PARC and the National Association for Retarded Children worked to
create available education for special needs children and when those at the state level
would not budge, they worked their way up to the judicial system. These actions led to a
historical case known as Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children v.
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1972). PARC argued that children with disabilities
living in the state of Pennsylvania were being excluded from public schools.
It had already been declared during the Brown v. Board of Education (1954)
ruling that all children have the right to an equal educational opportunity; this new claim
was trying to provide that same equal education for students with special needs. "PARC
focused on the legal right to an education for children with disabilities" (Spring, 2011, p.
73). According to Northern Arizona University, "Since Pennsylvania chose to provide
access to an education for children without disabilities, denial of educational opportunity
to children with disabilities constituted a violation of the 'equal protection' clause"
(Northern Arizona University, n.d.). The court found in favor of PARC and concluded
that "children with disabilities were being denied access to an education and that this
denial constitute a violation of the 141h amendment" (Northern Arizona University, n.d.).
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After winning the case "publicity about the PARC case prompted other lobbying groups
to file 36 cases against different state governments" (Spring, 2011, p. 73).
The PARC case led the way for many other organizations to stand up for the
rights of those with special needs. "In 1975, Congress passed Public Law 94-142, the
Education for All Handicapped Children Act that guaranteed equal educational
opportunity for all children with disabilities" (Spring, 2011, p. 73). The goal of this act
was to offer equal educational opportunity to all children with special needs; this act
would later be renamed as Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).
Supporters of !DEA believe that "the inclusion option signified the end of labeling and
separate classes, but not the end of necessary supports and services" (Noll, 2011, p. 225).
Local school systems became more involved in the education of students with
special needs with the creation of individualized education plans (IEP). According to
Washington State Office of Superintendant of Public Instruction "An IEP is the document
that describes the special education program developed and designed by the IEP team
(which includes parents) to address a student's unique needs. The IEP is the cornerstone
of a quality education for each child with a disability" (Office of Superintendant of Public
Instruction, n.d.).
IEP's are now commonly written for all children with special needs, Public Law
94-142 required that an IEP must be created by the school, parents, and those otherwise
involved in the education of the student. Both the students and the parents are given the
opportunity to negotiate the terms of the IEP, the services that will be available to them,
3

and set goals to be mastered. "Teachers, school administrators, and parents work together
to arrive at an IEP statement" (Spring, 2011, p. 74). IEP's commonly include present
levels of performance, annual goals, specific educational services, date for initiation and
anticipated duration and objective procedures and evaluation procedures (Spring, 2011).
With the passage of IDEA, not only were children to be given access to a free
appropriate public education (FAPE), but that education should also be given in the least
restrictive environment(LRE) (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Creating an LRE
removes unnecessary segregation of students with disabilities; students with disabilities
are educated amongst those without disabilities as much as possible. FAPE creates the
same cost of schooling for both disabled and nondisabled students and allows disabled
students to attend government run schools.
One of the components in an IEP states, students with special needs must be given
participation time with nondisabled students: this is known as inclusion. Inclusion is the
integration of children with disabilities into regular classes. Inclusion "will improve the
educational achievement and social development of children with disabilities" (Spring,
2011, p. 75). Inclusion will vary upon the individual depending on whether he/she
requires physical presence or social involvement in a regular classroom or modification
of content, instruction and assessment in order to participate in academic experiences
(Noll, 2011).
Statement of Problem
The demographics within the classroom are rapidly changing and as current
4

trends are monitored they show "a steady increase in students who come to school from
backgrounds of poverty, as second language learners, or those with special learning
needs" (Berry, 2011, p. 67). Education Bug (2012) shows data to support many of the
changes that occurred in special education from 1976 to 2004. From 1976 to 2004 the
percentage of students with specific learning disabilities and all other conditions almost
doubled. Furthermore, the number of students being served with special education
services has nearly doubled from 3,694,000 in 1976 to 6,634,000 in 2004. The percentage
of students receiving special education services increased from 8.3% in 1976 to 13.7 % in
2004. Education Bug (2012) states that in 2004 the students with disabilities spending the
most time in the general education classrooms were speech or language impairments,
developmental delays, visual impairments, other health impairments and specific learning
disabilities. According to Kurth & Mastergeorge (20 I 0), "the number of students with
autism spectrum disorders being included in general education for instruction in core
curriculum is rising each year" (p. 8).
Benefits of inclusion include improved educational achievement and social
development, as well as a decrease in bias against children and adults with disabilities
due to the interactions that will take place between general education students and those
with special needs (Spring, 2011). Inclusion improves learning, academically and
socially, for both the special needs and general education students. Children learn to
accept individual differences as well as develop new friendships, according to Education
World (2011).
5

According to IDEA, handicapped children must be educated with children who
are not handicapped to the maximum extent appropriate (Spring, 2011). IDEA also
"requires that students with disabilities have access to, and make progress in, the general
education curriculum" (Kurth & Mastergeorge, 2012, p. 8). Spring (2011) stated that
"since the passage of the original legislation research, inclusion in regular classes
improved the academic performance of children with disabilities" and continues on to say
"research and experience has demonstrated that the education of children with disabilities
can be made more effective by having expectations for such children and ensuring their
access in the general curriculum to the maximum extent possible" (p. 76).
In order to combat the added stress put on general education teachers, legislation
changed the expectations of these teachers to include "high-quality, intensive
professional development for all personnel who work with such children in order to
ensure that they have the skills and knowledge necessary to enable them to meet
developmental goals" (Spring, 2011, p. 76). As discussed earlier in the IEP requirements,
special needs students were required to participate in state and district-wide tests. The
enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act (2001) requires all students, general
education or special needs, to participate in all standardized tests, fortunately states would
be allowed to create alternative tests for those with special needs. According to Kurth &
Mastergeorge (2010), this act holds states and schools accountable for students
achievement in the core curricular areas of math, reading/language arts and science,
including students with autism" (p. 8).
6

In reference to assessments and yearly progress, Spring states:
"The scores of these students are to be utilized in determining whether a school
has made adequate yearly progress. Inclusion is one reason given for requiring the
assessment of students with the most significant cognitive disabilities to be
included in state testing programs" (Spring, 2011, p. 77).
The National Association of State Boards of Education supports full inclusion and
"calls for a fundanrnntal shift in the provision of services for students with disabilities"
which foresees "special education teachers would provide services in regular classrooms
by team-teaching with the regular teacher or providing other support" (Spring, 2011, p.
79).
Although there are drawbacks to the idea of inclusion or full-inclusion, in many
cases the benefits to both the general education students and the special needs students
outweigh the disadvantages. Some of these drawbacks can be combated by districts
requiring and supporting "more education and training for experienced and future
teachers, adequate support services for teachers in inclusive classrooms, and education of
parents about inclusive classrooms" (Spring, 2011, p. 76).
A specific problem that is occurring in the public education system today is the
lack of preparedness for general education teacher when teaching to students with
disabilities. Educational gains will occur for students "when teachers of students with
autism possess the necessary depth and breadth in the knowledge and skills needed to
provide appropriate instruction" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 199). Because inclusion
7

has become such an openly adopted practice in schools, the general education teachers
presently need to acquire the information that previously was only expected of the special
education teachers. One disability that is growing at a rapid pace is autism. Autism is "an
impairment of social relationships, rigidity and inflexibility of thought processes and
specific language impairment" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 1 97).
The problem that this project addresses is preparedness for general education
elementary teachers. Due to the inclusion movement, general education teachers are left
without the information needed to successfully educate students with disabilities,
especially those with autism. This project provides information for general education
teachers in Central Washington on successful interventions and best practices for students
with autism in general education classrooms.
Purpose of the Project
The development of inclusion of special education students into general education
classrooms has created a new challenge for general education classroom teachers. "The
rise in diagnoses of autism impacts us all, as we search for greater awareness and
understanding of the condition's complexities" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 1 96). The
purpose of this project is to discover the best practices for students with autism in general
education elementary classrooms and dissect them to be easily utilized. Therefore,
general education teachers who have struggled to create a successful learning
environment for students with disabilities will be able to find successful best practices
and interventions to utilize within the classroom. First, it is important to have an
8

understanding of autism before trying to utilize best practices within the classroom.
Examples of two different interventions which can be used for students with autism
according to Guldberg (2010) are Treatment and Education of Autistic and
Communication Related Handicapped Children (TEACCH) as well as Picture Exchange
Communication System (PECS). "It can be problematic if practitioners look to those
models and interventions without first having a good understanding of the autism
spectrum or without addressing the individual child's needs and learning content"
(Guldberg, 2010, p. 1 68).
Inclusion can be defined in many different ways, but when referring to inclusion
of those with autism, the definition becomes very broad as it is covering more than just
the education of the child. Inclusion for those with autism becomes a "process of
identifying, understanding and breaking down barriers to participation and belonging"
(Guldberg, 2010, p. 1 68). Simply creating a fulfilling and comprehensive education for
students with autism is not enough, the experience "goes beyond education to cover the
total experience of a child or young person on the autism spectrum and his/her family"
(Guldberg, 2010, p. 1 68). Without a change among teachers and education as a whole,
students with disabilities within general education classrooms will not be provided with
the necessary tools to be successful in the future.
Significance of Project
When inclusion is utilized appropriately for students, it can improve both social
development and educational achievement, as well as decreasing future bias against those
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with disabilities "because of the interactions of students with disabilities with other
students" (Spring, 201 1, p. 75). The number of students with special learning needs is
growing and change is needed to increase success in the classroom. Berry (20 1 1) states
the needs of successful teachers in the future, "To be successful in the decades to come,
teachers in the new millennium must be both pedagogically and culturally competent to
meet the particular needs of these diverse learners" (Berry, 201 1 , p. 67).
This project provides best practices for general education elementary teachers
who are faced with the challenge of teaching students with disabilities, specifically
children with autism. The benefits of inclusion are unimaginable, especially with the
range of disabilities that appear in the classrooms. It is impossible to recognize all of the
positive changes that are occurring within the students from the affects of their inclusion
within a general education classroom, "With support for staff and students, inclusion can
have tremendous impact on educational experiences of students with and without special
needs" (Carnmuso, 201 1 , p. 6).
The idea of inclusion is a very significant concept in today's education system.
Before students with special needs were placed in general education classrooms, they
were secluded within self contained classrooms. Cammuso (20 1 1 ) describes the downfall
of students not being in inclusive classrooms, "Students who are in small special
education (self contained) classrooms have a more limited range of social and educational
opportunities" (p. I ). This is not to say that self contained classrooms do not serve a
purpose. Schools that provide self contained special education classrooms are providing
IO

a service for disabled students that are incapable ofbenefitting from a general education
classroom. Students within self contained classrooms are often in need of round the
clock care, including bathroom use, tube feeding and many other mental and physical
disabilities that a general education teacher simply does not have the ability to attend to
while monitoring the remainder of the students within the classroom.
Autism is a very diverse disability which can appear within students on its own or
as

a combination with other disorders. Guldberg (2010) describes the autism spectrum as

"complex, covering a wide range in terms of presenting features, co-morbidity with other
disorders and differing levels of severity" (Guldberg, 2010, p. 1 69). Because autism is so
diverse, it is challenging for educators to create an environment which will be beneficial
for a specific student's needs. Also, once the needs ofa student have been met and
interventions have been put in place to create a successful learning environment, it does
not mean that those same interventions and modifications will be beneficial for the next
student with autism who is placed in the same general education classroom. Guldberg
(2010) believes it is important that inclusion is recognized as a "process of including and
educating a child in a way that recognizes and assesses that child's needs" (p. 169). The
type of general education teacher that students are placed with is incredibly important for
creating a successful education. Guldberg (20 I 0) states that inclusion must "happen in an
environment where staff are willing and able to be flexible in terms of how the
curriculum is delivered and to adapt the routines and physical environment within which
the child is being educated" (p. 1 69).
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The successful educator in an inclusive classroom must obtain many skills to
provide a beneficial education for both the students with disabilities and those without.
According to Kopetz & Endowed (2012), "expert teachers of inclusive classrooms tailor
their instructional style to meet demands of each student and each learning goal of topics
presented in the academic venue" (p. 200).
The significance of this project is to discover what type of inclusive environment
is going to be beneficial for students with disabilities. The autism spectrum can range so
drastically that a child's cognitive ability may only require a portion of the school day to
be spent within a general education classroom. On the other hand, some students with
autism are able to remain in a general education classroom for a majority of the school
day while being provided with special services such as speech or social skills. According
to Noll (2012), "The primary justification for inclusion has traditionally resided in the
belief that disabled children have a right to and can benefit from inclusion in the regular
educational environment whenever possible" (p. 225).
The benefit of a general education classroom or involvement with general
education students may only present itself for social or educational purposes or both.
This means that the amount of time that students with disabilities spend with general
education students will vary between students, classrooms, schools and most importantly
the extent of an individual's disabilities. Noll (2012) describes the variance of inclusion
as "the mere physical presence of social inclusion in regular classrooms of students with
disabilities while in others it means modification of content, instruction, and assessments
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to enable these students to engage in core academic experiences" (p. 225). This statement
is describing an environment of inclusion which will look differently for every student
with disabilities who is coming into contact with the general education population.
Limitations of the Project
There are many limitations to be considered when it comes to pushing students
with disabilities into general education classrooms through inclusion. The limitations
vary from the school to the support staff and teachers. Without the support of the special
education teachers, general education teachers, support staff, administration and family,
successful inclusion will not occur. It has been found that the placement of students is
largely based upon school district philosophy, "students who reside in school districts
with an inclusion philosophy were included, whereas students who resided in school
districts with separate classes for students with special education needs were in self
contained programs" (Kurth &Mastergeorge, 20 I 0, p. 11).
A teacher may create an unsuccessful environment through a variety of reasons.
According to Mercer & Mercer (2001) instructional procedures must influence the
students, classroom demands must not be so extensive that the teacher cannot
accommodate all of the students, and planning time must be available to prepare for
teaching to students with diverse needs. The teacher's abilities must also be appropriate
for the situation by making sure that the needs of all students are met, not overlooking the
difficulty of students with disabilities and incorporating all students into instructional
planning (Mercer & Mercer, 2001).
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External forces may also be at work to create an unsuccessful education for
students with disabilities. Students may disrupt their education with frequent absences,
special education teachers or other support staff may not make time to collaborate with
the general education teachers or not having external support services available to the
student may hinder learning (Mercer & Mercer, 20 I 0).
The specific limitations to this project are that the best practices and intervention
examples provided are specifically for elementary teachers who are working to create
successful learning environments for students with autism. This project is aimed toward
providing information specifically for general education teachers in elementary
classrooms within schools located in central Washington. While some of the provided
best practices may also be beneficial for students with disabilities other than autism, they
have been proven successful for those specifically with autism. Also, the best practices
and interventions may be beneficial for students who have autism accompanied by
another disability.
Definition of Terms
The following are a list of terms which are crucial to understanding disabilities
within the education system, specifically autism. Many terms were selected because of
their repeated use as acronyms, while others are pertinent to educators teaching students
with disabilities in general education classrooms.
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AAC - Alternative and Augmentative Communications Systems: A communication
system that can encompass both aided (symbols and pictures) and unaided (sign
language) systems (Ostryn, Wolfe, & Rusch, 2008).
ADA - American with Disabilities Act (1990): requires that people with disabilities be
given equal access to services provided by any agency receiving federal money,
including public schools (Spring, 2010, p. 76).
Asperger's Syndrome: A mild version of autism (Soloman & Chung, 2012)
Autism: Impairments in three areas of development relating to social and emotional
understanding, communication and flexibility of thinking and behavior
(Guldberg, 2010, p. 169).
EHA - Education for All Handicapped Children Act: Public Law 94-142, guarantees
equal educational opportunity for all children with disabilities (Spring, 2011, p.
73).
FAPE - Free Appropriate Public Education: created for students with disabilities with the
passage of IDEA (U.S. Department of Education, n.d).
IDEA - Individuals with Disabilities Education Act: formerly EHA until 1990 when the
focus turned to the benefit of the individual (Noll, 2011).
IEP - Individual Education Plan: a written plan agreed on by a team that includes the
student's parents and often the student (Lewis & Doorlag, 2006).
Inclusion: The placement of students with special needs in general education (Lewis &
Doorlag, 2006).
15

LRE - Least Restrictive Environment: the appropriate placement for students with
disabilities which is closest to the general education classroom (Lewis &
Doorlag, 2006).
PARC - Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children: an association organized in the
l 950's

to aid citizens with disabilities (Spring, 2011, p. 73).

PECS - Picture Exchange Communication System Guldberg (2010).
Special Education: Instruction specially designed to meet the unique needs of students
(Lewis & Doorlag, 2006).
TEACCH - Treatment and Education of Autistic and Communication Related
Handicapped Children (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002).
Project Overview
Chapter one gives insight to the world of inclusion. The challenges that education
has faced have been extensive in order to provide equal education for all students
regardless of poverty, race or ability level. The history of education is examined from
laws created to court cases which helped to pave the way for equal rights in the
classroom. The rights of students with disabilities have changed drastically throughout
history and those changes were described in the first chapter. The definition and
challenges of autism were also laid out after the concept of inclusion was fully described.
Children with autism in inclusive classrooms will be the focus of the remainder of the
project as well as handbook which will follow.
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Chapter two states detailed infonnation about autism and how to successfully
teach to students with autism within inclusive classrooms. Autism is defined, along with
information about the growing population of individuals with autism worldwide. The
positives and negatives about both self-contained classrooms and inclusive classrooms
are brought to light. The communication systems Picture Exchange Communication
System (PECS) and Treatment and Education of Autistic and Communication
Handicapped Children (TEACCH) are identified and described. The importance of
teacher preparation is recognized and discussed, as well as a short summary about the
benefits of this project for educators who are teaching to students with autism within
inclusive classrooms.
Chapter three discusses the background of the project by defining autism, and
giving details about the disability and what is being done today to change how these
students are being educated. There is also information about the project development,
project procedure and project implementation.
Chapter four give a brief description of the project, including the benefits of the
handbook created for completion of the project. Information about the increasing amount
of government involvement as well as data about the growth and support of students with
autism is also provided.
Chapter five contains a summary of the handbook, conclusions, implications as
well as recommendations. Information is given as to why it is necessary to support
general education teachers who are teaching students with autism. It is stated how vast
17

the amount of information is about autism, but projects such as this provide an abundance
of information in one location for educators to utilize.

18
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
This chapter will be identifying the characteristics which are associated with
autism, along with statistical data to identify the growing challenge that teachers are
facing within general education environments. The concept of inclusion is often debated,
as some believe that self contained classrooms are a more appropriate location for
students with special needs. The placement of a student with autism depends on many
factors, mostly the ability level of individual, the amount of extra resources needed for
the student or the need for extra adult help. There are many interventions and best
practices put in place to help students with autism to be successful within inclusive
classrooms such as the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) and the
Treatment and Education of Autistic and Communication Handicapped Children
(TEAACH). Best practices and interventions are often put in place for students which
combine with their involvement in the general education classroom, while helping to put
in place a well rounded and productive education for the student. There is a high need for
teacher preparation in today's society due to the increase of all disabilities, especially an
increase in the diagnosis of autism.
Defining Autism
Autism is a disability that can be very hard to identify, therefore it is recognized
in children at different stages of growth. "Some parents report that their children seemed

'different' from birth, while other parents (perhaps as many as 50%) report many months
of typical development followed by a regression, usually between the child's first and
second birthday" (Solomon & Chung, 2012, p. 252). A major problem with defining and
diagnosing autism is it's ability to appear so differently within each individual. Children
with mild autistic tendencies may not be diagnosed for having a disability because of the
inability to determine or identify the reason behind the behaviors. This disability is
growing at a rapid pace and it has been acknowledged that "autistic features in children
are much more common than acknowledged by those in the medical community" (Kopetz
& Endowed, 2012, p. 198). It has also been found that "there are no genetic or biological
markers for early and consistent identification of autism and there is no cure for the
disability (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 197).
Autism can be a very elusive disability which may or may not include any of the
following characteristics: "social withdrawal; impairment of language and
communication; ritualistic, compulsive and repetitive behavior; demands for sameness or
resistance to change; and abnormal responses to sensory events, or 'stimulus over
selectivity"' (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. I 97). Solomon & Chung (2012) also describe
sensory problems that more often than not occur in those with autism, "high pain
tolerance, auditory hypersensitivity, and tactile defensiveness, and they may exhibit
'sensory seeking behaviors' such as crashing, squeezing, spinning and flapping" (p. 252).
Some more symptoms that can occur include "hyperlexia, seizures, sleep
disturbances. food allergies, eczema, gastrointestinal distress, gut imbalances,
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constipations, diarrhea, immune system dysregulation, and high levels of environmental
toxins relative to neurotypical children" (Solomon & Chung, 2012, p. 252). Additional
difficulties of those individuals with autism include understanding "abstract concepts,
gestures, the meaning of imitation, interpersonal relationships, time passing and the
'how-when-where-why' of events" (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p. 319).
Autism is also defined as "impairments in three areas of development relating to
social and emotional understanding, communication and flexibility of thinking and
behavior" (Guldberg, 2010, p. 169). The definition of this disability is so broad, that it
often disguises itself differently in each individual. Guldberg (2012) states that autism
"affects people at different levels of cognitive ability and at different ages and stages of
development" and continues on to state "Personality, personal attributes and difficulties
vary too, so there will be a wide range of needs depending on how each of these elements
comes together in an individual" (Guldberg, 2010, p. 169). Some abilities and disabilities
that differentiate one child with autism from another may be their "average or above
average static abilities (categorizing, organizing, imitating, and computing), they tend to
have severe impairments in dynamic intelligence (anticipating, inferring, reflecting, and
expanding)" (Solomon & Chung, 2012, p. 253).
Autism occurs on a spectrum, which means that the affects of the disorder can
range from a variety of abilities and those who are more cognitively affected are often
described as having autism, while those who are affected by the mildest version are
referred to as having Asperger's syndrome (Solomon & Chung, 2012). There have been
21

many theories as to what causes autism, but Solomon & Chung (2012) state "We have yet
to adequately answer the question, 'What causes autism?'" (p. 253). Solomon & Chung
(2012) continue to state "Given the exponential rise in cases, autism cannot be strictly
genetic, as our gene pool cannot shift that quickly, but examination of environmental
triggers has become controversial and politicized as vaccines are frequently cited as
potential culprits" (p. 253).
Statistics and Growing Numbers
The numbers are growing, but these numbers are not definitive and this is because
this disability has become increasingly hard to identify. According to Solomon and
Chung (2012) one in every ninety-one children in the United States has been diagnosed
with autism. Another approximation suggests that there are currently 67 million people
affected with autism worldwide, of which in the USA there is an estimate of 1 in 110
children with autism, that is approximately a 2039% increase from 1993-2008 in the USA
(Kopetz & Endowed, 2012). "Autism may be comorbid with other disorders, including
learning disability in approximately 67% of children" (Kurth & Mastergeorge, 2012, p.
8).
These current numbers may be shocking, especially since the odds of a child
being diagnosed with autism in the 1980's was between two to five out of every 10,000
(Solomon & Chung, 2012). Due to the fact that autism occurs on a spectrum and that it
can occur in combination with other disabilities makes finding accurate prevalence rates a
challenge (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012). Solomon & Chung (2012) give some reasoning as
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to why this disability is not always diagnosed "Professionals, not wanting to be the
'bearers of bad news', may resist being the first to introduce 'the A word.' This collusion
does not serve the parents, and it certainly does not serve the child" (p. 254).
In some countries autism is so foreign and impossible to comprehend that there
are myths which affect not only the individuals with the disability, but also their families.
For example, in Ghana it is assumed that mothers of children with autism are witches and
their children possess evil spirits, which in turn causes the families to "experience shame,
pain and trauma due to their children's characteristics of the disability" (Kopetz &
Endowed, 2012, p. 198).
Self Contained Versus Inclusion
There are both positives and negatives to support or oppose self contained special
education classrooms and the concept of inclusion of special education students into
general education classrooms. According to Walker (2009), "determining the ideal
academic setting in which students can be successful continues to be one of the primary
goals of educators" (p. I). Factors for or against this topic will vary from the availability
of support, teacher ability, accommodations for students, parent preference and many
other aspects that will inevitably decide what type of educational environment a student
with a disability will be located in. It is crucial that students with disabilities are placed in
the proper educational setting, especially those individuals with autism because "School
can be the source of both challenge and opportunity for developing social skills and peer
relationships" (Jones & Frederickson, 2010, p. 1094). "As of 2003, approximately 27%
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of all children with autism spent 80% of their full educational day in general education
classrooms" (Kurth & Mastergeorge, 2010, p. 8).
Some of the concerns about inclusion are in regards to how appropriate a general
education classroom is for students with disabilities. Busby, Ingram, Bowron, Oliver, &
Lyons, (2012) note that "general education teachers face a broad range of challenges
within inclusive settings" (p. 27). There is concern about whether or not inclusive
classrooms can "comfortably accommodate children with wide-range disabilities that
include autism" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 199). It is also disconcerting to know that
many general education teachers are lacking "knowledge and understanding of, as well as
professional preparation for, accommodating the characteristics and needs of students on
the autism spectrum" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 199). Jones and Frederickson (2010)
point out some research that has focused on negatives to inclusion in regards to the social
environment, including "negative outcomes such as bullying, anxiety, social isolation and
loneliness" (p. 1094). The social outcomes due to inclusion are especially important for
students with autism because navigating the social world is one of the greatest challenges
for these individuals (Jones & Frederickson, 2012). Lastly outside the control of the
school is the involvement of family, "the lack of recognition received by parents has been
considered to be a barrier of inclusion" (Guldberg, 2012, p. 170).
Some of the benefits of inclusive classrooms include experiencing "heightened
levels of social interaction and opportunities for skill development in academic-based
areas of study" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 199). Creating relationships is very
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important for development of students with autism, "children on the autism spectrum
need support to establish relationships and to learn through and with other children in the
way that typically developing children do" (Guldberg, 2010, p. 171). Before deciding that
inclusion is the correct placement for students with disabilities, it is important to
"determine whether inclusion can contribute to a student's progress toward educational
goals, noting that these can include language, social, and behavioral goals for students on
the autism spectrum" (Cammuso, 2011, p. 4). Guldberg (2010) also points out that
"interventions based upon enhancing the interactions between children on the spectrum
and their peers are a priority and can be particularly effective" (p. 171). The most
important step of inclusion is deciding upon readiness of the student, this should be
"based upon on-task behavior, peer interaction, responding to questions during lessons,
independent seatwork, and problem behaviors" (Cammuso, 2011, p. 4). If the proper
steps are followed and a successful general education classroom is the goal, it is
important to understand that "Meaningful, academic benefits for students with autism can
be achieved in general education, inclusive environments" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p.
199). Some association with inclusive settings include "high levels of social interaction,
skill development in academic areas, and communication skills for students with and
without disabilities" (Kurth & Mastergeorge, 2010, p. 9). Jones and Frederickson (2010)
also state that intervention strategies for students with autism "often focus on social skills
training which has been widely advocated as an important means of promoting social
acceptance and successful inclusion" (p. 1102). The growing understanding of acceptable
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social behaviors by students with autism seems to be common for those students who are
placed within inclusive learning environments.
A self-contained classroom is one in which students with disabilities stay in
throughout the day. This classroom usually consists of one teacher who teaches every
content level, with the exception of those who teach a particular field such as music, art
or physical education (Walker, 2009). Some of the benefits of the self-contained
classroom include the teacher being able to learn the strengths, weaknesses and learning
styles of the individuals, as well as "there is more flexibility in the schedule; there is a
better chance for integration of the different content areas; and students have more actual
time in the classroom because they are not losing time moving to another setting"
(Walker, 2009, p. l ) Being placed in a self-contained classroom may be very beneficial
.

for students, depending upon what is right for each individual. Walker (2009) states
"students who have been identified as gifted and are in self-contained settings, score
higher in this environment than when they are not" and continues with reasoning that
"students are able to be themselves without fear of the social implications associated with
their giftedness" (p.2)
Some of the drawbacks to self-contained classrooms also include results of
assessments. "When taught in the inclusive setting, adolescents with autism achieved
significantly higher scores on competency exams than peers with autism who were
instructed in segregated, self-contained classroom settings" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p.
199).
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There are both positives and negatives to teaching to children with disabilities,
specifically autism, in both inclusive classrooms and self-contained classrooms. The
number of students with autism is growing and "many of these children are likely to have
special educational needs requiring additional and special provisions" (Jones &
Frederickson, 2010, p. 1 094). The question still remains, what is the best placement of
each individuals child with autism, inclusive or self-contained classrooms?
Communication Systems
PECS - Picture Exchange Communication System
"The Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) is a widely used
communication-focused intervention for children with autism spectrum disorders with no
or limited speech" (Pasco & Tohill, 201 1 , p. 121). Individuals with autism are often
affected by communication impairment which may lead to "limited understanding of
social cues, thereby resulting in behaviors that are difficult to positively reinforce"
(Ostryn, Wolfe & Rusch, 2009, p. 1 3). "Approximately 50% of children with ASDs do
not develop speech and language skills that are deemed functionally adequate to meet
their daily communication needs" (Ostryn, Wolfe & Rusch, 2008, p. 1 3). Due to
individuals with autism struggling to develop speech and language skills, communication
can be done using alternative and augmentative communications systems (AAC) which
can be aided or unaided (Ostryn, Wolfe & Rusch, 2008). According to Ostryn, Wolfe &
Rusch (2008) "Aided communication involves using objects such as electronic visual
display boxes, symbols, and pictures, whereas unaided systems do not require external
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objects" (p. 1 3). Unaided communication includes the use of hands, such as sign
language.
PECS is a method of communication, using an aided AAC system that was
created by Bondy and Frost (Ostryn, Wolfe, & Rusch, 2008). Simply stated, the PECS
works as "individuals exchange pictures of items to obtain tangibles and other needs"
(Ostryn, Wolfe, & Rusch, 2008, p. 1 3). "The majority of studies evaluating PECS have
reported positive outcomes, with benefits in relation to a range of social communication
skills, reduction in challenging behaviour, and increases in the use of speech" (Pasco &
Tohill, 20 I 0, p. 1 20).
According to Pasco and Tohill (201 1), there are six phases of PECS, with each
phase having its own teaching target and description.
•

Phase one "Make a request through picture exchange" (p. 1 2 1 ), during this phase, the
individual will pick up a picture of an item and simply release the picture into the
hand of a communication partner.

•

Phase two "Persistence in initiating communication" (p. 1 2 1 ), in phase two, the
individual removes an item from their communication board on their own locates and
gets the attentions of a communication partner then places the picture into their hand.

•

Phase three "Discrimination between symbols" (p. 12 1 ), this phase requires an
individual selecting a specific picture from an array, then giving the picture to a
communication partner.
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Phase four "Introduction of sequence structure" (p.121), phase four utilized a multi-

•

word phrase to create a sentence, such as 'I want' then the sentence strip is given to a
communication partner.
Phase five "Answering questions" (p. 1 2 1), during phase five the individual can

•

request a variety of items and answer 'what do you want?'
•

Phase six, "Commenting" (p. 1 2 1), the individual can answer prompts such as ' what
do you see?' by instinctively requesting and commenting.
TEACCH - Treatment and Education of Autistic and
Related Communication Handicapped Children
According to Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale (2002), the Treatment and Education of

Autistic and Related Communication Handicapped Children (TEACCH) is one of the
most valid treatment programs. TEACCH was created in 1 972 by Dr. Eric Schopler.
According to the University of North Carolina, TEACCH provides services such as
diagnostic evaluations, parent training and support groups, as well as social play and
recreation groups, individual counseling for higher-functioning clients, and supported
employment for the individuals affected by communication disorders (University of
North Carolina, 201 3). This program conducts training nationally and internationally
while providing consultation for teacher, care providers, and professionals from other
disciplines (University of North Carolina, 20 1 3).
This program has been defined as "a global approach based on a close
collaboration between parents and professionals" (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p.
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3 1 9). This program was "specifically designed for children with autism: it takes into
account the features of the disorder and tries to minimize the child's difficulties using
structured and continuous intervention, environmental adaptations, and alternative
communication training" (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p. 3 1 9). When TEACCH
was created in 1 972, one out of every 2,500 individuals was believed to have autism, now
it is believed to affect one out of every 1 1 3 individuals (University of North Carolina,
20 1 3).
When in treatment using the TEACCH program, individuals each have an
individual educational program, environmental adaption and alternative communication
training (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p. 321 ). Group work is completed in small
homogeneous groups and the staff are trained specifically in the treatment of children
with autism (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002). Some basic best practices for TEACCH
include a clear and predictable environment in order to facilitate the individual's attention
and calmness, precise routines, and a daily schedule (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002).
Due to the difficulties that individuals with autism have with communication, it is
important that "communication is individualized (i.e. objects, pictures, drawings, written
words are used according to the child's developmental level) and represents an alternative
to verbal communication" (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p. 322). Task organization
is another individualized activity for students "activities are presented using specially
designed material, which is individualized and perceptually clear" (Panerai, Ferrante, &
Zingale, 2002, p. 322).
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Teacher Preparation
Teacher preparation is an important part of creating success for students with
autism being taught by general education teachers. Teacher preparation is important
because "Due to the prevalence of autism at state, national, and international levels, it is
likely that most elementary education graduates will teach children with autism and
should be prepared to include them in general education classes" (Busby et al., 2012, p.
27). Teachers may be faced with a broad range of challenges when teaching in an
inclusive environment. It is important to overcome challenges which may feel daunting to
teachers who are unprepared (Busby et al., 2012). The educator must have the skills to
"face the problem in a global manner, and intervene in order to facilitate new learning
within the developmental phase as well as reduce inappropriate and disruptive behaviour"
(Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p. 322).
In order to create this successful environment, educators must learn, understand,
practice and share interventions which enable students with "autism to best cope, thrive
and excel in environments that are safe and accepting of diversity" (Kopetz & Endowed,
2012, p. 200). Although it is important for educators to be prepared to teach students with
autism before entering the classroom, some skills will come with time, practice and
experience with those students who have a wide range of abilities. "Teachers must also
possess a learning repertoire of contemporary and best-practice instructional strategies
that indeed meet the individual learning styles of the children they serve" (Kopetz &
Endowed. 2012, p. 1 99). Overall, "general educators need adequate knowledge and
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training, including clinical experiences, for teaching children with autism" (Busby et al.,
2012, p. 28).
Best Practice
In order to provide best practice for students with autism, a number of dimensions
need to be taken into account, including teaching practices, learning contexts, child
characteristics and programmatic goals (Guldberg, 20 I 0). The concept of understanding
communication is an important factor when creating an appropriate and successful
environment for students with autism. Children with autism often develop speech without
the communication underpinning, therefore their speech may not be used for
communication, and this is contrary to the typically developing child where
communication precedes language (Guldberg, 201 0).
Kopetz & Endowed (20 1 2) state an important factor in providing appropriate and
adequate instruction within inclusive classrooms, specifically with students with autism,
is having a combination of a keen awareness of the students' individual needs as well as
encouraging communication. Encouraging and teaching communication skills can help
those with autism to "make and keep friends, 'read' and interpret social situations, better
understand body language and proximity and assemble accurate judgments of specific
people-to-people interactions" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 200). Another example of
the importance of communication states the importance of intervention being a two-way
process which "relies on typically developing people adapting their communication styles
and their learning environments to the person on the spectrum" (Guldberg, 2010, p. 1 69).
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The following information regarding positive relationships, functional
communication, social understanding and skills, learning through and with other children,
as

well as play, is provided by Guldberg (201 0).

Positive Relationships
•

The National Autism Plan for Children (NAPC) argues that families need to be
closely involved. Studies have also identified the need for greater parental
involvement as well as the need for parents to have a role in enabling greater
generalization and maintenance of educational gains.

•

There is also a need to develop good collaboration between different
professionals, both within and outside settings. This is particularly important for
children on the autism spectrum, as they need consistency and clarity.

Functional Communication
•

Many children on the autism spectrum will have little language by the age of five
or six and are also likely to have developmental delay in non-verbal
communication. Research shows that children on the autism spectrum benefit
from symbolic communication systems and several studies have demonstrated the
efficacy of using pictorial approaches.

•

Many research studies on language and communication interventions highlight
the importance of focusing on initiations, articulation, gestures and body
language, and on teaching functional communication to children on the autism
spectrum.
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Social Understanding and Skills
•

There is clear recognition that difficulty with social understanding and skills for
children on the autism spectrum permeate academic, emotional and social
development, and that it is crucial to address this area of development when
designing interventions for children on the autism spectrum.

•

Difficulties with social understanding make it hard for children on the autism
spectrum to interact socially in their natural surroundings, they are likely to need
support with social skills.

Learning Through and with Other Children
•

Several studies have showed that interventions based upon enhancing the
interactions between children on the spectrum and their peers are a priority and
can be particularly effective.

•

In an observational study, some results showed that there were more social
interactions with and a higher rate of social initiations by, the children on the
autism spectrum when groups were small or 1 : 1; in child directed settings and
activities; and with lower adult involvement.

•

When increasing initiations and joint attention, encourage peers to apply four
simple principles: get close, follow his/her lead, talk slow, talk simple and make it
fun.

Play
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One study found that overt teaching of play behaviors can increase children' s

•

engagement in social interaction after the intervention, shown by frequency of eye
contact, increased verbal communication and more purposeful play, both in terms
of parallel play and play with other children.
•

Evidence shows that children on the spectrum benefit more from interventions to
increase play when they are given an active role, especially when they are allowed
to make choices about games played. Children will also be more motivated to
play if themes from their own special interests can be used. It is also important to
give children the change to initiate play.

Additional information regarding interventions and supports, as well as follow-up
evaluation is provided by Cammuso (20 1 1).
Interventions a n d Supports
•

Preview environment to determine whether there are sensory, language, or social
issues that might affect the student.

•

Explicitly state rules and expectations. Student self-monitoring of behavior can be
rehearsed in the self-contained classroom and then generalized to the mainstream
environment.

•

Priming: preview material that will be covered in the class.

•

Prompting in the form of schedules, written reminders and predefined nonverbal
cues.

Follow-up Evaluation questions
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•

Ongoing team evaluation should include the following questions: Is the student
learning? Engaged? Observing, imitating, and/or interacting with peers? Being
exposed to new information? Demonstrating minimal levels of disruptive or
internalized behavior, or decreasing rates over the initial weeks of placement?
Summary
The demographics of the population in public education classrooms are constantly

changing and the numbers of students with disabilities, specifically autism, are
continuing to grow. One reason why teaching to a variety of students has become a
challenge is because "increasing numbers of children with autism are being fully included
in general education classrooms where general educators teach them" (Busby et al., 2012,
p. 29). Another reason why autism is such a challenge for educators is that it is a
spectrum disorder, which affects individuals differently and in varying degrees (Busby et
al., 2012). The growth of the number of students with disabilities is forcing educators to
provide an appropriate educational experience (C ammuso, 201 1). It is crucial for
teachers, service providers, and parents to share a common point of view which will
maximize the effectiveness of the inclusion experience (Cammuso, 201 1). Due to the
affects that autism has on an individual's ability to communicate and socialize, it can be
increasingly difficult for educators to teach to children with autism due to their struggles
interacting (Guldberg, 2012).
This project will help guide educators who are teaching in inclusive general
education classrooms to create interventions and best practices for children with autism.
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It has been stated that "General educators have consistently expressed misgivings about
teaching children with autism due to feelings of inadequate preparation" (Busby et al.,
2012, p. 27). With this project, general education teachers will be able to find information
that can be utilized within the classroom that will create a successful learning
environment for both general education students and those with disabilities such as
autism.
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CHAPTER III
CONSTRUCTION OF THE PROJECT
Autism is a generic term which describes a mixed group of disorders, but more
specifically it is a disorder which affects the normal functioning of the brain and usually
appears within the first three years of a child's life (Busby et al., 20 1 2). As the public
education system has changed, the inclusion of students with disabilities has become
common practice. "Regardless of teachers' feelings or beliefs, teaching children with
disabilities in the least restrictive environment is a requirement as outlined by the federal
legislation" (Busby et al., 20 1 2, p. 28). The least restrictive environment and the term
inclusion are often used interchangeably, "attempts to seek equal and appropriate
education for students with disabilities have become politically charged and have
changed the focus from how to educate these students to where to educate them" (Busby
et al., 2012, p. 28).
As educating students with autism in general education classrooms is becoming
common practice, educators are being faced with the challenge of creating an appropriate
education to suit their needs, the goals of these individuals varies greatly and can range
from completing academic requirements at grade level to simply socializing appropriately
with same-aged peers (Cammuso, 201 1 ). Due to federal legislation, it is mandated that
evidence-based strategies and interventions are being put in place when teaching children
with autism (Busby et al., 20 1 2). These regulations create a challenge for general
educators who are not highly qualified in special education. Families of students with

autism are concerned that students are not receiving the full range of necessary supports
to encourage success (Cammuso, 201 1) .
It is important that educators working with students with autism have a basic
understanding of their impairments and the educational implications that exist with the
disorder. Educators must understand the difficulties that children are facing, including
cognitive and psychological theories as well as sensory processing difficulties. This
knowledge will give educators the ability to adapt their knowledge and skills to suit each
individuals pupil and situation (Guldberg, 201 0). This project supplies general educators
with information in order to create a successful educational experience for both general
education students and those with autism.
Project Development
This project was created in order to provide evidence based information for
general education teachers. Due to the growing population of students with autism,
educators are in need of interventions and best practices that work. Due to the fact that
general education teachers are not required to have familiarity about students with
disabilities, it is often new territory for these educators who have students with autism
placed in their classroom through inclusion. As the number of students with autism
continues to increase, it is crucial that the knowledge about this disability and the ability
to teach students with special needs becomes common practice. Tools such as this
project provide educators with information about the disability as well as how to promote
successful education for students with and without disabilities in the classroom.
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Project Procedure
The first step in creating this project was establishing what experts and educators
believe autism is and how to appropriately and successfully educate those individuals
within an inclusive environment. The importance of inclusive classrooms is discussed, as
well as what is the most appropriate and least restrictive environment for the students
based upon their ability levels. Best practices, interventions and communication systems
are introduced in order for general education teachers to provide what is most appropriate
for their students with autism.
Educators will learn the importance of creating interventions which are best suited
for specific children, working as a team with families and specialists, as well as creating a
successful environment for all children within the inclusive classroom (Guldberg, 2010).
After full review, educators will have a basic understanding of autism as well as a variety
of evidence based teaching techniques to be utilized within the general education
classroom.
Project Implementation
The handbook was created in order for educators to utilize the information
provided as it pertains to the specific students within the inclusive environment. Due to
the fact that autism exists on a spectrum, the information provided may or may not be
appropriate for every student. Educators may use this handbook in order to familiarize
themselves with the disability or even to create their own best practices within the
classroom.
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The most important aspect when teaching to students with autism is to distinguish
which specific characteristics affect the individual. It is crucial for educators to address
the individual child's needs and learning context when addressing which techniques will
be used to provide an appropriate education (Guldberg, 20 1 0). The handbook provides
generalized information about the disorder,

as

well as a variety of information that has

been successfully utilized for students with autism. The difficulty of implementation of
any of these best practices is the fact that inclusion is highly individualized (Cammuso,
2010).
It is important to identify that these techillques may not be appropriate for every
student who is identified under the broad identification of the disability which is autism.
It is necessary to recognize that there is still a "need for research and proven-successful
curricula, therapies, specialized devices and related supports necessary to guide,
encourage and meaningfully educate in schools students with autism" (Kopetz &
Endowed, 2012, p. 1 97).
It is essential that all educators armor themselves with knowledge by familiarizing
themselves with the information and resources available. Knowledge will provide
educators with the ability to steer both their general education students, as well as their
students with autism, in the appropriate educational direction. The handbook is provided
in order to familiarize educators with the world of autism, as well as provide necessary
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information to create an educational environment for all students in an inclusive
classroom, and create a positive experience for the educators involved.
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CHAPTER IV
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT
The growing amount of government involvement in the public education system
has created many regulations which greatly affect students with disabilities. Federally
mandated laws such as two recently implemented acts; No Child Left Behind Act, 200 I
and Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2004, have created strict regulations of
equality for all students, especially those students with disabilities. Federal legislation
requires that evidence-based interventions are used when teaching children with autism,
as

well

as

highly qualified teachers in every subject area (Busby, 20 1 2).

The characteristics of an individual with autism will possibly be unlike those of
any other individual labeled with the same disability. Characteristics may include any of
the following: impairment of social relationships, inflexibility of thought processes,
language or communication impairment, socially withdrawn, ritualistic, compulsive and
repetitive behavior, need for sameness, resistant to change, and abnormal response to
sensory events (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012). Due to this disability being on a spectrum,
the characteristics or severity of the disability in each individual will vary greatly.
This disability is growing at an increasingly fast rate (growing exponentially at a
rate of 1 0- 1 7% per year). Although statistics vary, it is overwhelmingly agreed upon that
this disability affects males much more frequently than females, with males
outnumbering females four to one and the disability being diagnosed in one in every 150
children (Busby et al., 20 1 2). It is important to note that this disability is not

compartmentalized to one area, race or economic area. In fact the overall growth of this
disability is consistent on an international level, affecting individuals of all racial, ethnic
and social categories, including families of varying incomes, lifestyle choices as well as
educational levels (Busby et al., 20 I 2).
Due to the varying ability levels of individuals with autism, the educational
settings for these students will all be created for their specific educational needs. This
project provides infonnation for educators who are teaching to students with autism,
specifically educators within an inclusive environment. Teachers within inclusive
settings are faced with the challenge of creating a successful environment for general
education students as well as students with disabilities, such as autism. This handbook
provides information about autism, the characteristics which may or may not be
discovered with each individual as well as techniques to teach to students with autism in
an

inclusive setting.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY
This project was created in order to support general education teacher as the
number of students with disabilities is continuing to increase. Inclusion has become
common practice for students with disabilities, especially students with autism. Children
with autism rely upon a variety of educational services. Students are often placed within
self-contained classrooms, but there is an increasing number of children with autism
being placed within general education classrooms relying upon general educators to teach
them (Busby, 20 1 2).
Educators can use the strategies provided to create an individualized education for
students with autism, while still providing the best education possible to the remainder of
students within the classroom. The challenge that educators teaching to inclusive
classrooms face, is not only that of educating the students with disabilities, but continuing
to give the best education possible to the general education students as well. Resources
have been pooled in order to provide research-proven strategies along with
accommodations that work in direct support of students and families affected with autism
(Kopetz & Endowed, 20 1 2).
Conclusions
This handbook was created to benefit those working to educate students with
autism. The information provided may be beneficial for all educators, specifically those
working to educate students with autism through inclusion. Through this handbook,

educators can discover evidence based best practices and interventions to use with
students with autism. Information is provided about inclusion, the rights of those with
disabilities, best practice, interventions, and communication systems that will benefit
students with autism.
Implications
The information that can be drawn from this project is provided for educators who
are looking for guidance about students with autism. After reading the handbook,
individuals should have a better understanding of autism and the many characteristics that
may affect individuals to varying degrees. Educators will grasp the needs of these
individuals as well as the rights that they have acquired throughout history in relation to a
fair education. Upon completion of the handbook, educators will be able to provide a
successful education to students with autism through the use of the information provided.
Access to information about autism is vast. Unfortunately, this information is
often inconsistent and varies from one resource to another. This project provides a large
range of information which may or may not be utilized by educators, depending upon the
ability level and characteristics of the students.
Recommendations
It is recommended that teachers working with students with autism utilize all
resources available. Due to autism varying so greatly between individuals, it is important
to recognize the specific individual needs of each student. The resources and practices
that are recognized in this project are not the only practices available and therefore it is
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important for educators to utilize as much information as possible. It is important for
educators to recognize the individual needs of their students before looking to find
resources to utilize within the classroom.
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Purpose
As educating students with autism in general education classrooms is becoming
common practice, educators are being faced with the challenge of creating an appropriate
education to suit their needs, the goals of these individuals varies greatly and can range
from completing academic requirements at grade level to simply socializing appropriately
with same-aged peers (Cammuso, 201 1). Due to federal legislation, it is mandated that
evidence-based strategies and interventions are being put in place when teaching children
with autism (Busby et al., 2012). These regulations create a challenge for general
educators who are not highly qualified in special education and families of students with
autism are concerned that students are not receiving the full range of necessary supports
to encourage success (Cammuso, 201 1 ).
It is important that educators working with students with autism have a basic
understanding of their impairments and the educational implications that exist with the
disorder, educators must understand the difficulties that children are facing, including
cognitive and psychological theories as well as sensory processing difficulties, this
knowledge will give educators the ability to adapt their knowledge and skills to suit each
individuals pupil and situation (Guldberg, 201 0). This handbook will supply general
educators with information in order to create a successful educational experience for both
general education students and those with autism.
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History of Special Education
Before inclusion was an option for students with special needs in classrooms,
there was a struggle to gain recognition and equal rights. It was a challenge for equality
to be found at the local and state level and those who wanted to see a change for special
needs students had to utilize the court system.
Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children (PARC) and the National
Association for Retarded Children worked to create available education for special needs
children and when those at the state level would not budge, they worked their way up to
the judicial system. These actions led to a historical case known as Pennsylvania
Association for Retarded Children v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1 972). PARC
argued that children with disabilities living in the state of Pennsylvania were being
excluded from public schools.
It had already been declared during the Brown v. Board of Education (1954)
ruling that all children have the right to an equal educational opportunity; this new claim
was trying to provide that same equal education for students with special needs. The
court found in favor of PARC and concluded that "children with disabilities were being
denied access to an education and that this denial constitute a violation of the 1 4th
amendment" (Northern Arizona University, n.d.).
PARC paved the way for many other organizations to stand up for the rights of
those with special needs. "In 1 975, Congress passed Public Law 94-1 42, the Education
for All Handicapped Children Act that guaranteed equal educational opportunity for all
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children with disabilities" (Spring, 201 1 , p. 73). The goal of this act was to offer equal
educational opportunity to all children with special needs; this act would later be renamed
as Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Supporters of IDEA believe that
"the inclusion option signified the end of labeling and separate classes but not the end of
necessary supports and services" (Noll, 201 1 , p. 225).
According to Washington State Office of Superintendant of Public Instruction
"An IEP is the document that describes the special education program developed and
designed by the IEP team (which includes parents) to address a student's unique needs.
The IEP is the cornerstone of a quality education for each child with a disability" (Office
of Superintendant of Public Instruction, n.d.). IEP's are now commonly written for all
children with special needs, Public Law 94-142 required that an IEP must be created by
the school, parents, and those otherwise involved in the education of the student.
With the passage of IDEA, not only were children to be given access to a free
appropriate public education (F APE), but that education should also be given in the least
restrictive environment(LRE) (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Creating an LRE
removes unnecessary segregation of students with disabilities; therefore they are educated
amongst those without disabilities as much as possible. One of the components in an IEP
states, students with special needs must be given participation time with nondisabled
students: this is known as inclusion. Inclusion is the integration of children with
disabilities into regular classes. Inclusion "will improve the educational achievement and
social development of children with disabilities" (Spring, 201 1 , p. 75).
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Inclusion and Benefits of lnclusion
Inclusion can be defined in many different ways, but when referring to inclusion
of those with autism, the definition becomes very broad as it is covering more than just
the education of the child. Inclusion for those with autism becomes a "process of
identifying, understanding and breaking down barriers to participation and belonging"
(Guldberg, 20 1 0, p. 1 68). Simply creating a fulfilling and comprehensive education for
students with autism is not enough, the experience "goes beyond education to cover the
total experience of a child or young person on the autism spectrum and his/her family"
(Guldberg, 20 1 0, p. 1 68). Inclusion will vary upon the individual depending on whether
they require physical presence or social involvement in a regular classroom or
modification of content, instruction and assessment in order to participate in academic
experiences (Noll, 2 01 1).
Some of the benefits of students with autism being placed in inclusive classrooms
include experiencing "heightened levels of social interaction and opportunities for skill
development in academic-based areas of study" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 1 99).
Creating relationships is very important for development of students with autism,
"children on the autism spectrum need support to establish relationships and to learn
through and with other children in the way that typically developing children do"
(Guldberg, 201 0, p. 1 7 1 ). Before deciding that inclusion is the correct placement for
students with disabilities, it is important to "determine whether inclusion can contribute
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to a student's progress toward educational goals, noting that these can include language,
social, and behavioral goals for students on the autism spectrum" (Cammuso, 201 I , p. 4).
Guldberg (2010) also points out that "interventions based upon enhancing the interactions
between children on the spectrum and their peers are a priority and can be particularly
effective" (p. 1 7 1 ).
The most important step of inclusion is deciding upon readiness of the student,
this should be "based upon on-task behavior, peer interaction, responding to questions
during lessons, independent seatwork, and problem behaviors" (Cammuso, 201 1 , p. 4). If
the proper steps are followed and a successful general education classroom is the goal, it
is important to understand that "Meaningful, academic benefits for students with autism
can be achieved in general education, inclusive environments" (Kopetz & Endowed,
2012, p. 1 99). Some associations with inclusive settings include "high levels of social
interaction, skill development in academic areas, and communication skills for students
with and without disabilities" (Kurth & Mastergeorge, 2010, p. 9).
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Defining Autism
Autism has been defined as "impairments in three areas of development relating
to social and emotional understanding, communication and flexibility of thinking and
behaviour" (Guldberg, 20 I 0, p. 1 69). The definition of this disability is so broad, that it
often disguises itself differently in each individual. Guldberg (2012) states that autism
"affects people at different levels of cognitive ability and at different ages and stages of
development" and continues on to state "Personality, personal attributes and difficulties
vary too, so there will be a wide range of needs depending on how each of these elements
comes together in an individual" (Guldberg, 2010, p. 1 69). Some abilities and disabilities
that differentiate one child with autism from another may be their "average or above
average static abilities (categorizing, organizing, imitating, and computing), they tend to
have severe impairments in dynamic intelligence (anticipating, inferring, reflecting, and
expanding)" (Solomon & Chung, 2012, p. 253).
Autism occurs on a spectrum, which means that the affects of the disorder can
range from a variety of abilities and those who are more cognitively affected are often
described as having autism, while those who are affected by the mildest version are
referred to as having Asperger's syndrome (Solomon & Chung, 2012). There have been
many theories as to what causes autism, but Solomon & Chung (2012) state "We have yet
to adequately answer the question, 'What causes autism?"' (p. 253). Solomon & Chung
(201 2) continue to state "Given the exponential rise in cases, autism cannot be strictly
genetic, as our gene pool cannot shift that quickly, but examination of environmental
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triggers has become controversial and politicized as vaccines are frequently cited as
potential culprits" (p. 2530).
A major problem with defining and diagnosing autism is its ability to appear so
differently within each individual. Children with mild autistic tendencies may not be
diagnosed for having a disability because of the inability to determine or identify the
reason behind the behaviors. This disability is growing at a rapid pace and it has been
acknowledged that "autistic features in children are much more common than
acknowledged by those in the medical community" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 1 98).
It has also been found that "there are no genetic or biological markers for early and
consistent identification of autism and there is no cure for the disability (Kopetz &
Endowed, 2012, p. 1 97).
Autism is a disability that can be very hard to identify, therefore it is recognized
in children at different stages of growth. "Some parents report that their children seemed
'different' from birth, while other parents (perhaps as many as 50%) report many months
of typical development followed by a regression, usually between the child's first and
second birthday" (Solomon & Chung, 20 1 2, p. 252).
Autism can be a very elusive disability which may or may not include any of the
following characteristics: "social withdrawal; impairment of language and
communication; ritualistic, compulsive and repetitive behavior; demands for sameness or
resistance to change; and abnormal responses to sensory events, or 'stimulus over
selectivity'" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 1 97). Solomon & Chung (20 1 2) also describe
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sensory problems that more often than not occur in those with autism, "high pain
tolerance, auditory hypersensitivity, and tactile defensiveness, and they may exhibit
"sensory seeking behaviors" such as crashing, squeezing, spinning and flapping" (p.
252).
Some more symptoms that can occur include "hyperlexia, seizures, sleep
disturbances, food allergies, eczema, gastrointestinal distress, gut imbalances,
constipations, diarrhea, immune system dysregulation, and high levels of environmental
toxins relative to neurotypical children" (Solomon & Chung, 2012, p. 252). Additional
difficulties of those individuals with autism include understanding "abstract concepts,
gestures, the meaning of imitation, interpersonal relationships, time passing and the
'how-when-where-why' of events" (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p. 3 1 9).
This disability is growing at an increasingly fast rate (growing exponentially at a
rate of I 0- 1 7% per year), although statistics vary, it is overwhelmingly agreed upon that
this disability affects males much more frequently than females, with males outnumber
females four to one and the disability being diagnosed in one in every 1 50 children
(Busby et al., 2012). It is important to note that this disability is not compartmentalized to
one area, race or economic area, in fact the overall growth of this disability is consistent
on an international level, affecting individuals of all racial, ethnic and social categories,
including families of varying incomes, lifestyle choices as well as educational levels
(Busby et al., 2012).
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Communication Systems
PECS - Picture Exchange Communication System
'The Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) is a widely used communication
focused intervention for children with autism spectrum disorders with no or limited
speech" (Pasco & Tohill, 201 1 , p. 121). Individuals with autism are often affected by
communication impairment which may lead to "limited understanding of social cues,
thereby resulting in behaviors hat are difficult to positively reinforce" (Ostryn, Wolfe &
Rusch, 2009, p. 1 3). According to Ostryn, Wolfe and Rusch (2008), "approximately 50%
of children with ASDs do not develop speech and language skills that are deemed
functionally adequate to meet their daily communication needs" (p. 1 3).
Due to individuals with autism struggling to develop speech and language skills,
communication can be done using alternative and augmentative communications systems
(AAC) which can aided or unaided (Ostryn, Wolfe & Rusch, 2008). According to Ostryn,
Wolfe & Rusch (2008) "Aided communication involved using objects such as electronic
visual display boxes, symbols, and pictures, whereas unaided systems do not require
external objects" (p. 13) unaided communication includes the use of hands, such as sign
language.
PECS is a method of communication, using an aided AAC system that was
created by Bondy and Frost (Ostryn, Wolfe, & Rusch, 2008). Simply stated, the PECS
works as "individuals exchange pictures of items to obtain tangibles and other needs"
(Ostryn, Wolfe, & Rusch, 2008). "The majority of studies evaluating PECS have reported
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positive outcomes, with benefits in relation to a range of social communication skills,
reduction in challenging behaviour, and increases in the use of speech" (Pasco & Tohill,
2010, p. 1 20).
According to Pasco and Tohill (20 1 1), there are six phases of PECS, with each
phase having its own teaching target and description, this information can be found on
the following table.
Phase
I

Teaching Target and Description
Make requests through picture exchange
Upon seeing a 'highly preferred' item, the child will pick up a picture of the
item, reach toward the communicative partner, and release the picture into their
hand.

II

Persistence in initiating communication
The child goes to their communication board, pulls the symbol off, goes to the
adult, gets their attention, and releases the symbol into their hand

III

Discrimination between symbols
The child requests desired items by going to a communication book, selecting
the appropriate symbol from an array, going to a communication partner, and
giving them the symbol

IV

Introduction of sentence structure
The child requests items using a multi-word phrase by combining a symbol of 'I
want' with a picture of the desired item on a sentence strip and giving it to the
communication partner

v

Answering questions
The child spontaneously requests a variety of items and answers the question,
'What do you want?'

VI

Commenting
The child answers questions such as, 'What do you want/see/have/hear?' and
'What is it?' and spontaneously requests and comments
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The following are examples provided by Pyramid Educational Consultants, Inc
and the information can be found directly from http://pecsusa.com/. The first example is a
sample of what some of the pictures provided for students will look like, accompanied by
the descriptive word. The second example is a list of PECS and Critical Communication
Skills Objectives, which can be utilized by the educator as students are learning to use the
six phases of the PECS system.
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Pies for PECSTM Version 13
Sample Pictures
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TEACCH - Treatment and Education of Autistic
and Related Communication Handicapped Children
According to Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale (2002), the Treatment and Education of
Autistic and Related Communication Handicapped Children (TEACCH) is one of the
most valid treatment programs. TEACCH was created in 1 972 by Dr. Eric Schopler.
According to the University ofNorth Carolina TEACCH provides services such as
diagnostic evaluations, parent training and support groups, social play and recreation
groups, individual counseling for higher-functioning clients, and supported employment
for those affected by communication disorders (University of North Carolina, 20 1 3). This
program conducts training nationally and internationally while providing consultation for
teacher, care providers, and professionals from other disciplines (University of North
Carolina, 201 3).
This program has been defined as "a global approach based on a close
collaboration between parents and professionals" (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p.
3 1 9). This program was "specifically designed for children with autism: it takes into
around the features of the disorder and tries to minimize the child's difficulties using
structured and continuous intervention, environmental adaptations, and alternative
communication training" (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p. 3 1 9). When TEACCH
was created in 1 972, one out of every 2,500 individuals was believed to have autism, now
it is believed to affect one out of every 1 1 3 individuals (University ofNorth Carolina,
20 13).
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When in treatment using the TEACCH program, individuals each have an
individual educational program, environmental adaption and alternative communication
training (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p. 321 ) Group work is completed in small
.

homogeneous and the staff are trained specifically in the treatment of children with
autism (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002). Some basic best practices for TEACCH
include a clear and predictable environment in order to facilitate the individual's attention
and calmness, precise routines, and a daily schedule (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002).
Due to the difficulties that individuals with autism have with communication, it is
important that "communication is individualized (i.e. objects, pictures, drawings, written
words are used according to the child's developmental level) and represents an alternative
to verbal communication" (Panerai, Ferrante, & Zingale, 2002, p. 322). Task organization
is another individualized activity for individuals "activities are presented using specially
designed material, which is individualized and perceptually clear" (Panerai, Ferrante, &
Zingale, 2002, p. 322).
The following information is provided by University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill School of Medicine (20 1 3), the information can be found directly from
http://teacch.com/about-us- l /what-is-teacch.
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(
"CULTURE OF AUTISM"
•

Relative strength in and preference for processing visual information (compared to difficulties

with auditory processing, particularly of language)
•

Frequent attention to details but difficulty understanding the meaning of how those details fit

together

I

•

Difficulty combining ideas

• Difficulty with
•

organizing ideas, materials, and activities

Difficulties with attention. (Some individuals are very distractable, others have difficulty

shifting attention when it is time to make transitions)
•

Difficulty with concepts of time, including moving too quickly or too slowly and having

problems recognizing the beginning, middle, or end of an activity
•

Communication problems, which vary by developmental level but always include impairments in

the social use of language (called "pragmatics")
•

Tendency to become attached to routines, with the result that activities may be difficult to

1 generalize from the original learning situation and disruptions in routines that are upsetting,
confusing, or uncomfortable
•

Very strong interests and impulses in engaging in favored activities, with difficulties

disengaging once engaged
•

Marked sensory preferences and dislikes

PRINCIPLES OF STRUCTURED TEACCIDNG:
• Understanding the culture of autism
•

Developing an individualized person- and family-centered plan for each client or student, rather

than using a standard curriculum
, • Structuring the physical environment

:
:

•

Using visual supports to make the sequence of daily activities predictable and understandable

• Using visual supports to make individual tasks understandable

SUMMARY
The TEACCH approach is a family-centered, evidence-based practice for autism, based on a
theoretical conceptualiz.ation of autism, supported by empirical research, enriched by extensive
clinical expertise, and notable for its flexible and person-centered support of individuals of all ages
and skill levels,
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Best Practice
In order to provide best practice for students with autism, a number of dimensions
need to be taken into account, including teaching practices, learning contexts, child
characteristics and programmatic goals (Guldberg, 2010). The concept of understanding
communication is an important factor when creating an appropriate and successful
environment for students with autism. Children with autism often develop speech without
the communication underpinning, therefore their speech may not be used for
communication, and this is contrary to the typically developing child where
communication precedes language (Guldberg, 2010).
Kopetz & Endowed (20 1 2) state an important factor in providing appropriate and
adequate instruction within inclusive classrooms, specifically with students with autism,
is having a combination of a keen awareness of the students' individual needs as well as
encouraging communication. Encouraging and teaching communication skills can help
those with autism to "make and keep friends, 'read' and interpret social situations, better
understand body language and proximity and assemble accurate judgments of specific
people-to-people interactions" (Kopetz & Endowed, 2012, p. 200). Another example of
the importance of communication states the importance of intervention being a two-way
process which "relies on typically developing people adapting their communication styles
and their learning environments to the person on the spectrum" (Guldberg, 2010, p. 169).
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The following information about positive relationships, functional
communication, social understanding and skills, learning through and with other children,
as well as play, is provided by Guldberg (20 10).
Positive Relationships
•

The National Autism Plan for Children (NAPC) argues that families need to be
closely involved. Studies have also identified the need for greater parental
involvement as well as the need for parents to have a role in enabling greater
generalization and maintenance of educational gains.

•

There is also a need to develop good collaboration between different
professionals, both within and outside settings. This is particularly important for
children on the autism spectrum, as they need consistency and clarity.

Functional Communication
•

Many children on the autism spectrum will have little language by the age of five
or six and are also likely to have developmental delay in non-verbal
communication. Research shows that children on the autism spectrum benefit
from symbolic communication systems and several studies have demonstrated the
efficacy of using pictorial approaches.

•

Many research studies on language and communication interventions highlight
the importance of focusing on initiations, articulation, gestures and body
language, and on teaching functional communication to children on the autism
spectrum.
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Social Understanding and Skills
•

There is clear recognition that difficulty with social understanding and skills for
children on the autism spectrum permeate academic, emotional and social
development, and that it is crucial to address this area of development when
designing interventions for children on the autism spectrum.

•

Difficulties with social understanding make it hard for children on the autism
spectrum to interact socially in their natural surroundings, they are likely to need
support with social skills.

Learning Through and with Other Children
•

Several studies have showed that interventions based upon enhancing the
interactions between children on the spectrum and their peers are a priority and
can be particularly effective.

•

In an observational study, some results showed that there were more social
interactions with and a higher rate of social initiations by, the children on the
autism spectrum when groups were small or I : I ; in child directed settings and
activities; and with lower adult involvement.

•

When increasing initiations and joint attention, encourage peers to apply four
simple principles: get close, follow his/her lead, talk slow, talk simple and make it
fun.
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Play
•

One study found that overt teaching of play behaviors can increase children's
engagement in social interaction after the intervention, shown by frequency of eye
contact, increased verbal communication and more purposeful play, both in terms
of parallel play and play with other children.

•

Evidence shows that children on the spectrum benefit more from interventions to
increase play when they are given an active role, especially when they are allowed
to make choices about games played. Children will also be more motivated to
play if themes from their own special interests can be used. It is also important to
give children the change to initiate play.

Additional information regarding interventions and supports, as well as follow-up
evaluation is provided by Cammuso (201 1).

Interventions and Supports
•

Preview environment to determine whether there are sensory, language, or social
issues that might affect the student.

•

Explicitly state rules and expectations. Student self-monitoring of behavior can be
rehearsed in the self-contained classroom and then generalized to the mainstream
environment.

•

Priming: preview material that will be covered in the class.
78

•

Prompting in the form of schedules, written reminders and predefined nonverbal
cues.

Follow-up Evaluation questions
•

Ongoing team evaluation should include the following questions: Is the student
learning? Engaged? Observing, imitating, and/or interacting with peers? Being
exposed to new information? Demonstrating minimal levels of disruptive or
internalized behavior, or decreasing rates over the initial weeks of placement?
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